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Introduction: staging the stories

FROM SACRED DRAMA TO SECULAR PLAY

The plays discussed in this companion volume to 7he biblical drama of
medieval Europe are based on many kinds of serious stories from medieval
sources: saints’ lives and miracles, romances, epics and historical events
from the siege of Troy to the Hundred Years War. The only biblical plays
included are a few from Lille on the victories of Joshua, not previously
available.' Polemical and morality plays are limited to examples relevant
to the stories being discussed, and I have excluded (with a few excep-
tions) plays of situation rather than story, especially farces and Shrovetide
plays.

What then is left after these omissions? The answer is a very substantial
body of serious medieval plays on love and war, especially in French and
Italian, with smaller but still significant collections in Spanish, German,
English and Dutch. The varying amounts of medieval drama surviving
from different countries has been vividly described by Peter Meredith:
‘Where French language drama has hundreds of thousands of lines of
texts (much still unedited) . . . England has a handful, an armful, perhaps a
scaffold load.”® An imbalance in the number of references to the different
language groups when discussing the stories is therefore inevitable but
no attempt has been made to measure the relative quality of the plays —
that is a task for the reader.

In a recently published article, Graham Runnalls, the acknowledged
expert on medieval French play texts, has made it quite clear that to sug-
gest that French medieval drama stops around 1500 is ‘frankly absurd’.3
Runnalls is referring here not only to religious drama, both biblical and
hagiographic, but to the whole range of plays from miracles to farces.
I have therefore taken the year 1550 as the end of half a millennium of
medieval plays, and the beginning of the first century or so of retellings
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of these stories on both amateur and professional stages, which I have
called the ‘legacy’.*

SUBJECT MATTER AND THE PLAYS

In Aspects of genre, a study of the characteristics of late medieval French
drama, Alan Knight distinguished between the serious plays which were
historical and therefore based on true stories, and the comedies and farces
which were fiction.> Among the serious group he lists the Bible, saints’
lives and profane history such as the fall of Troy. Plays are also based
on the narrative epics and romances. The plays discussed in this volume
cover a wide range of subjects and forms but all belong to this ‘serious’
drama. They also include a genre principally found in earlier centuries:
the miracle play, whose stories must also by definition be history, though
as will appear they do not necessarily fit into any of Knight’s categories.
In contrast to the biblical drama whose source is indisputable, these plays
have a variety of backgrounds, both religious and secular, but they have
one thing in common: they are never original, which helps to account for
the large number of plays on the same or similar subjects.® It is the minor
variations in these stories over the centuries that reflect the changes in
the theatrical world of different parts of Europe at the end of the Middle
Ages and the beginning of the early modern period.

For convenience, the plays have been divided into four groups, accord-
ing to subject matter. The divisions are based on the important collection
of forty miracle plays found in the fourteenth-century Cangé MS, com-
posed for performance at the annual meeting and dinner of a Parisian
confraternity dedicated to the Virgin Mary, one each year from 1349 to
1382 (excluding 1354 and 135860 — years when Paris was under siege).’
In an article for the Hustoure littéraire de la France (xxX1X), the eminent French
scholar, Alfred Jeanroy, pointed out that although all the plays are intro-
duced as a ‘miracle de Notre Dame’ and contain an obligatory scene in
which the Virgin Mary is honoured by the heavenly host singing specially
composed rondeaux, more than half the plays are based on stories that
have no connection with the Virgin. Jeanroy therefore divided the plays
into four divisions: ‘Légendes mariales’ (seventeen plays); ‘Légendes de
saints’ (eight plays); ‘Légendes romanesques et héroiques’ (eleven plays)
and ‘Légendes historiques romancées’ (four plays).

The first group are straightforward dramatisations of well-known Mar-
ian miracles.® But the Virgin Mary has no real connection with the saints’
lives in group two, or with most of the historical events in group four,
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while many of the plays in group three are based on well-known stories
from romances, such as the falsely accused queen, which were told and
retold all over Europe in both religious and secular forms.? These Cangé
groups do not, of course, include all the subjects treated in the book,
many of which were added in the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries,
including the theatre of cruelty inspired by the classical plays of Seneca
but also reflecting the violence of the Passion and martyrdom scenes in
the medieval plays.

WHO STAGED THE MEDIEVAL STORIES?

Saints’ plays, like biblical subjects, were usually staged by religious com-
munities or civic groups, but were rare in the celebrations of Corpus
Christi, except as part of a procession.'” There were a few examples of
more personal arrangements. For example, in Metz in 1468, a play of
the newly canonised St Catherine of Siena was commissioned by one
Catherine de Baudoiche. The role of the saint was taken with great suc-
cess by a girl of eighteen." Stories on secular subjects, or presented in the
form of miracle plays, might also be organised by trade guilds or religious
confraternities, literary guilds or Puys (the title probably developed from
the fact that the earliest such group was founded at Notre Dame du Puy
in Valenciennes (Hainault). These Puys were most frequently found in
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries in northern France and the Low
Countries. There was also a Puy de London modelled on the continental
ones."

Some of them were dedicated to poetry and music rather than drama,
but others continued staging plays through to the sixteenth century. A
morality, ‘De la dame a I’Agneau et de la dame a I’Aspic’ was presented
as part of the ceremony at the meeting of the Puy de la conception de la
vierge (also called the Puy de palinods) in Rouen in 1520. The play has an
interesting double form: the conflict between the Dame a l'agneau (lamb)
and the Dame a l'aspic (serpent) is not merely a struggle between the Virgin
Mary and the Devil, it is also a clash between Rouen, whose crest was
a Lady with a Lamb, and the Viper, the crest of Milan against whom
Francis I had just declared war. I am grateful to Alan Hindley for finding
me a copy of this interesting play. Further details of the Pups and an
interesting account of the confraternity of the ‘guilde des Archers’ of
Antwerp in 1493 is provided by Nigel Wilkins in an article based on a
picture of the Schuttersfeest or ‘féte de la guilde des archers du maitre de
Francfort (1493) et la musique des confréries’.'3



